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NEW DISCOVERIES OF EARLY MEDIEVAL STREETSIN LESSER TOWN
IN PRAGUE. CONTRIBUTION TO KNOWLEDGE OF COMMUNICATIONS
NETWORK OF SUBURBIUM OF THE PRAGUE CASTLE

Between the years 2006 and 2008 a thorough ar-
chaeological research was conducted on the plot of
a former town house no. 260/I11. The excavations
completely analyzed the historical terrains (Cymba-
lak, Podliska2008; 2009; Podliska, Cymbalak 2009).
The building, the first records of which trace back
to the 15! century, is situated in the south-east cor-
ner of Lesser Town's Square (VI¢ek et al. 1999, p.
363). By its location within Prague's residential ag-
glomeration it issituated in the very core of the oldest
early medieval suburbium under the Prague Castle,
nowadays Lesser Town (Mala Strang; fig. 1). Ap-
proximately 270 m? of occupation horizons with an
extraordinarily complicated stratigraphy, at times
even 4 m wide, was archaeologically analyzed, and
more than 18 500 artefacts were extracted, dating

from early Medieval to Modern Age. The recently
explored locations showed a complicated contruc-
tion devel opment of the building sincethe late Gothic
Era up to the last Classicist alterations in the 19t
century. The earlier horizon proved a dynamic set-
tlement usage of the explored area during the whole
Medieva Era. Various recessed buildings, fragments
of the oldest masonry build-up area and above all
the fortification elements of Lesser Town from the
second half of the 13" century were documented.
A massive functionally structured settlement strata
belonged to Early Middle Ages. Construction relicts
of several wooden roads could be dated between the
first half of the 10t century and the beginning of the
11™ century (fig. 2-4).

BRIEF ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF THE AREA
OF LESSER TOWN IN THE EARLY MIDDLE AGES

The development of the settlement in the area of
the Lesser Town Basin (excepting prehistoric times)
began between the 7t and 8™ centuries (Cihékova
1999, p. 13). According to the latest results of ar-
chaeological excavations the early residence on the
promotory of ,, Hrad¢any” situated above VItavaRiv-
er and later the establishment of the Prague Castle
as aseat of the ruling clan can be placed to the peri-
od around mid 9™ century (Frolik, Smetanka 1997,
p. 34).

This event is probably connected to the decline
of the leading role of Levy Hradec as a main resi-
dence of thefirst Premyslids and consequently to its
moving by approximately 10 km southwards, to the

place of present Hrad¢any and the Prague Castle
(Frolik, Smetanka 1997, p. 38; Boh&ové, Hericho-
véa 2008).

The choice of the promontory of Hrad¢any as
a seat of thefirst Czech rulers was connected to sev-
eral factors. Obviously the question of communica-
tion with other centres of early medieval settlement
played a considerable role for its selection. It should
be noted that in those days there was no easy ford
across the river within several kilometres. Crossing
Vltava River was only possible using the fords and
islands located just in the centre of Prague’s prom-
ontory (Hrdli¢ka 2000, p. 48). It should also be men-
tioned that the distant trade routes heading from west
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Fig. 1. Prague 1 — Lesser Town, Lesser Town Square, plot no. 260/111. Localization of the research work.
Graphic design by J. Hlavaty

Fig. 2. Surface of one of the levels of a documented early medieval road (see fig. 4 — green)
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to east and from south to north were intersecting in
this area (Cihdkova 2000, p. 175). Controlling those
routes presumably provided the ruler above all with
a profitable income from the protection of mer-
chants caravans (Jecny 1987, p. 24).

With a certain probability the enlargement of the
dwelling area also played a substantial role in the
choice of the new ruler’s seat.

The symbolic importance of Hradcany still re-
mains an unanswered question. According to pro-
fessional literature the localization of the residence
built of stones, the enthroning place of Czech
sovreigns, is placed at the centre of the later forti-
fied promotory of Hrad¢any (Lutovsky 2005, p. 872).

The examined area was sSituated outside the for-
tification of the suburbium during the first period of
the Early Middle Ages (800-950), and in a later
phase was integrated into the fortification (Cihak-
ova 1999, p. 15; 2001, p. 49). More than thousand
years of development have |eft in the settlement core
a stratigraphy of historical terrains about a 3 min
diameter, with numerous remains of structures,
dwellings, agricultural and strategic buildings, as
well as well-preserved wooden components. Re-

Fig. 3. Example of aroad construction (see fig. 4 —red) mains of wooden constructions, undoubtedly belong-

Fig. 4. Maximum extent of one of the levels of early medieval roads explored by the research. Earlier road:
red — north-west — south-east direction. Later roads: green — south-west — north-east direction; orange — west-east direction.
Graphic design by M. Ditmarova, T. Cymbalak
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ing to communications, were found inside as well
as outside the early medieval fortified area (Cihak-
ova 1996; 1997; Cihékové, Dobry 1999, p. 339).
With the foundation of the town corporation of
Lesser Town after 1257, the whole area of the sub-
urbium underwent a distinct transformation, which
permanently made its mark and shaped the archeo-
logical terrains (Hrdlicka 2000, p. 50). Gradual de-
velopment of the town is evidenced by traces of
building activities (erection of houses, ecclesiasti-

cal buildings and premises) connected with repeti-
tive ground and public space shaping (extensive
ground shaping of the territory, lowering of terrains,
new public space layout). The erection of the town
fortification also proved a significant medieva ur-
ban transformation.

From the standpoint of historical development,
on the building in the research area the northern base-
ment part reversed by itsfront to the square belonged
to the oldest part of the construction (fig. 1). In the

Fig. 5. Construction of the surface of an earlier road (see fig. 4 — orange). Graphic design by M. Ditmarova, J. Hlavaty
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earliest period of the town the building estate mark-
edly featured a smaller size (ca 40%) in compari-
son with nowadays. The southern half of the estate
originally belonged to the belt of the town fortifica-
tions from the second half of the 13" century. After
the demolition of the building in the second half of

the 14th century the vacant place was used for town
development.

History of the house plot no. 260 is connected to
severa building transformations of its size between
the Late Middle Ages and Modern Age but lacks an
immediate connection with the above mentioned
discovery of early medieval communications.

METHODOLOGY OF THE RESEARCH

Terrain work itself took place on an relatively
wide area of the house estate situated in the south-
western part of Lesser Town Square, located in the
block of houses between the square and Trzisté Street
(fig. 1). The extension of the examined areawas|lim-
ited by the extension of the building project. Meth-
odology of the research aswell as the strategy of the
terrain scheduling were chosen with care, proceed-
ing in amanner as detailed as possible with record-

ing of single settlement strata and their mutual in-
tertwining with the evolution of the town estate.
Being an integral part of the project, the confron-
tation of the results of older researches with actu-
aly revealed situations has brought up an outline
of unchained development of the settlement of the
area from the 10th to the 20th centuries. Research
work continued with shorter breaks for ca eight
months.

ARCHEOLOGICAL FINDINGS FOR THE PERIOD OF HIGH MIDDLE AGES AND MODERN AGE

The early medieval stratum was preceded by sev-
eral chronologicaly earlier, but no less important
findings. Among the most important oneswasa7 m
long, 2.4 m wide and amost 1 m high fragment of
the foundation part of the main wall of the Premys-
lid fortification of Lesser Town from the second half
of the 13th century (accompanied by a fragment of
the moat). The building development of the town
estate could be observed on the basis of the remains
of several typologically variouswalled constructions
and features (a High Medieval cellar, arecessed en-

trance to the cellars and a well).

Parts of existing but also destroyed building con-
structions of the house from the periods of Late
Gothic to Classicism belonged to the latest periods.
The most interesting discovery from the later peri-
od of the house was an adit documented in the sec-
ond basement of the eastern Renaissance wing of the
building. The detailed scrutiny of the drainage sys-
tem proved its connection with aca 15 m deep mod-
ern age well, revealed by the research in the south-
ern part of the present yard.

SITUATION OF FINDS AND CONSTRUCTION OF EARLY MEDIEVAL COMMUNICATIONS

During the archaeological research of the area
situated in the northern half of the yard and the neigh-
bouring premises situated under the western wing
of the house in the lower part of historical terrains,
the depth of ca1.5-3.5 m (measured from nowadays
surface) revealed a huge strata formed by remains
of markedly decomposed wooden constructions of
the roads (fig. 2, 3). As regards the finds, remains
of roads leading approximately in three directions
were uncovered in several depth levels (fig. 4). The
extension of the exposure of particular sections of
the roads was limited by the building project and by
constructions of the existing house. Their uncovered
length ranged from 6.75 to 7.25 m. Preservation of
single sections and levels considerably differed.
Stratigraphically later levels were rather fragmen-
tary in comparison with the earlier ones. But the
basic construction pattern was similar for al the

roads. It was always in the form of two main mas-
sive beams, evenly spaced, with planks laid across
and fixed together lengthwise, thus forming the sur-
face of the road. The width of single sections var-
ied. The oldest communication oriented in the west—
east direction reached the smallest width of ca 2.4
m (fig. 4 — orange, 5). The remaining two directions
were of almost the same width of ca3.2-3.4 m. The
material used for the road construction was found
to be oak / Quercus on the basis of a species analy-
sis (Dobry 2007). Individual roads sometimes dif-
fered one from the other, above al by the number
of levels above them and partia constructional de-
tails.

The oldest communication means (fig. 4 — or-
ange) was preserved only on one level. In contrast
with the othersits foundations were slightly recessed
into the subsoil. The foundation excavation was

303



TOMASZ CYMBALAK, JAROSLAV PODLISKA

found to be lined by a layer of argillite stones and
pebbles topped by the wooden construction itself.
After the destruction of the oldest road, two new
roads emerged (fig. 6), the first one oriented north-
west-southeast (fig. 3, 4 — red) and the second one
more or less upright on the first one in the direction
of the southeast-nortwest (fig. 2, 4 — green). The
development of both, for acertain time simultaneous-
ly functioning communications, was a long-term
enterprise as well as a richer construction. The nar-
rower road (fig. 4 — green) was similarly construct-
ed on main beams imbedded on the surface of slope
clays. Five levelsin total were identified, the earli-
er one being equipped with atimbered drain (7).
The same number of road levels was recorded at
the northern road (fig. 4 — red), which we consider
asthe main road, according to the pattern of the com-
munications network of the suburbium. Five road

horizons spaced in regular intervals one over the oth-
er were documented. Particular level s were separated
from each other by a ca 8-10 cm wide layer of clay
and sand soil with organic addition related to their
function (fig. 7).

The exploration of the two earliest levels of this
road has shown, that there used to be paralel com-
munication means, the width of one lane being ca
3 m (maximum), and divided by a ca 0.8 m wide
trough, evidently adrain (fig. 6 — right upper corner
of the map). However, after some time the drain was
covered up and both lanes were joined together into
one continuous road with a width of more than 5m
(fig. 7). Cumulation of huge pillared items holding
up the construction itself, evidenced by the negatives,
belongs to another technical specificity of the above
road. Three groupsin total were found in partial in-
tervalsin the foundation section in the northwest part

Fig. 6. Construction of the surface of later roads (see fig. 4 — orange, green) north-west — south-east direction
and south-west — north-east direction. Graphic design by M. Ditmarov4, J. Hlavaty
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Fig. 7. Stratigraphy of the communications strata inside the body of a later road (see fig. 4 — red). Situation in the middle of
the north-west — south-east road typical of the highest number of communications levels (5). Division of the oldest parts of
the communication by atrough evident in the left lower part of the profile. Earlier, sizeable, recessed feature
of dwelling character (?). Graphic design by O. Pulkert, T. Cymbal ak

of the explored area. The main items of each group
were vertically recessed wooden pillars of 0.34 m
in diameter, which were supported by obliquely
placed wooden stanchions of smaller diameter.
Wooden items were recessed into the geological sub-
soil formed by slope clays. Each group had its coun-
terpart on the other side of the road, and its distance
ranged from 1.8 m to 2 m. Ten vertical items, the
purpose of which was to raise the road above sur-
face level, were documented (fig. 8).

The road had been constructed in such amanner,
because the surrounding terrain was geologically
rather unstable and therefore unsuitable for build-
ing the road directly on its surface. This conclusion
was also corroborated by the findings of the geolog-
ical research, which repeatedly detected remains of
local marshin this area (Cihakova 1999, p. 11; Zaviel
2001, p. 20). Thus the road was partly formed by

abridge construction over the flooded terrain of the
marsh. Thisfact most probably contributed to repeat-
ed renovations of the road surface and so testifies
to gradual and marked growth of communications
in that direction. Also other factors could have had
an obvious influence such asincreased traffic on the
road, which reflected in repeated renovations of its
surface as well as of the whole construction.

After destruction of the communication means,
the area was found to be overlaid by a huge settle-
ment strata of ca 1.2 m in width with domineering
positionsin upper part with destructions of minimal-
ly two unknown buildings with a ruined stone base
wall, negatives of various pits refering perhaps to
aformer wooden build-up area. This marked stra-
tum illustrates a completely different urban exploi-
tation of the surveyed area from the 11th century to
thefirst half of the 13th century.

CHRONOLOGY OF THE ROADS

The question of absolute dating of particular roads
has remained unanswered. One of the reasons lied
above al in bad condition of documented pieces of
wood from their constructions which did not allow
to carry out apositive dendrochronol ogical measure-
ment from more than 390 mineralized samples (Do-

bry 2007). Only the analysis of rather a small col-
lection of pottery enabled at least genera dating of
the building as well as existence of single levels of
roads into the period from the 1st half of the 10th
century to the beginning of the 11th century.
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Fig. 8. Negatives showing wooden poles and single foundation components of construction of the wooden road
(seefig. 4 —red). Graphic design by M. Ditmarova, J. Hlavaty

The earliest communication (fig. 4 —orange) was
hereby on the basis of appearance of fractions of
pottery with collar like profile rims dated into Mid-
dle Hill-Fort period (the 1st half of the 10th centu-
ry). Later couple of roads (fig. 4 — red, green) were
connected with the circulation of the pottery with
chalice like profiled rims, the focal point of which

belongsto the course of the 2nd half of the 10th cen-
tury. The latest levels of these roads may be linked
with the period of fading of thistype of edge, there-
forein the course of the 1<t half of the 11th century.
Herein to emphasize, the number of found fractions
of the pottery was relatively small and chronologi-
cally not very conclusive.

EARLY FINDINGS OF EARLY MEDIEVAL COMMUNICATIONS
FROM THE AREA OF LESSER TOWN

The latest finding of wooden roads in the house
plot no. 260 is closely associated with the question
of the communications network of early medieval
suburbium of the Prague Castle. Also in the past the
archaeol ogists could explore the remains of commu-
nications from above mentioned period on several
places of Lesser Town.
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The most important as well as the biggest areal
discovery of an early medieval communication was
carried out in the area of nowadays M ostecka Street
and neighbouring Josefska Street which was de-
scribed as a huge foundation construction composed
into a rectangular network of frames without extent
communicationslevels. Thetotal documented length
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Fig. 9. Reconstruction of the network of early medieval roads in the area of the fortified Lesser Town’s suburbium with
highlighting of the development of its fortification, main communications directions and archaeological discovery of early
medieval roads: red — localization of particular discoveries of early medieval roads and their reconstruction (shaded); blue —
course of Malostransky potok (brook); A — the Prague Castle in romanesque era; B — area od suburbium; C — southern
residential area; D — residential area of Hrad¢any; E — settlement outside Lesser Town's fortification; F — old branch of Vitava
River; 1 — Lesser Town Square plot no. 260; 2 — Lesser Town Square plot no. 993; 3 —Lesser Town Square plot no. 2; 4 —
Mostecka Street; 5 — Lesser Town Square plot no. 271; 6 — Karmelitska Street. Graphic design by J. Hlavaty, T. Cymbalak

of this road in the line different from nowadays
Mostecka Street was ca 40 m and its width exceed-
ed 23 m with a branch leading in the centre line of
nowadays Josefska Street. Acquired dendrochono-
logical data of pieces of wood used during the road
construction enabled their dating into the period of
from the end of the 9th to the half of the 10th centu-
ries (Cihdkova 1998, p. 258-259; 2000a, p. 358;
Cihakové, Dobry 1999). Another fragments of wood-
en constructions interpreted as early medieval com-
munications were found in the western part of the
upper part of Lesser Town Square, plot No. 993 (Ci-
hakov4, Miller 2008), in the northern part of
Karmelitska Street (Cihékova, Zaviel 1998, p. 259,
260) and in the cellarage of the house with plot no.
271 on Lesser Town Square (Cihékova 2004, p. 350;
2008a). These findings again documented the situ-

ations dated into the course of thelOth century. The
earliest evidence of aroad in Lesser Town's subur-
bium isthe finding situation documented in the area
of the house plot no. 2 situated in the centre of Lesser
Town Square. Thiswas atwo-phase communication,
out of which the earliest road, paved by stones and
by chance also by animal bones was dated into the
beginning of the Sth century. The stratigraphically
following wooden communication functioned ap-
proximately on the verge of the 9th century (Cihé
kové 2003; 2008; Cihékova, Havrda 2008, p. 218).

The closest known anaogy for the findings from
the area of Lesser Town is represented by the ma-
sive wooden and stone communication dated into the
10" century, excavated in the areaof the Third Court
of the Prague Castle (Bohaova 1998, p. 10, 11; Fro-
lik, Smetanka 1997, p. 89).
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CONCLUSION

The discovered section of wooden communica-
tions signifies together with the earlier mosaic of
findings a considerable contribution to the knowl-
edge of the structure of communications network of
the suburbium of the Prague Castle in Early Middle
Ages. The extraordinary contribution liesin the dis-
location of the finding itself — the crossing of roads
which in the combination with so far known topog-
raphy of the suburbium was found in the strategic
position in front of its fortification in the area of
apotential entrance (gate?) into the centre of the sub-
urbium. Thanks to its position it can be connected
with the section of so far documented roads in the

eastern part of Lesser Town directing to the cross-
ing or later bridge across Vltavariver (fig. 9). This
section was probably an integral part of atradition-
ally mentioned backbone communication coming
through the centre of the Prague Basin from the west
to the east (Cihékova 1999, p. 19; 2000, p. 175; Ci-
hakova, Zaviel 1997, p. 99, 100; Cihakova et al.
2000, p. 131-133). More detailed knowledge of the
chronology of the development of the whole com-
munication system of the fortified area under the
Prague Castle and its gradual transformation still
belongs to the main targets of a following research.

Trandated by B. Cymbalak-Jankovska
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